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Let’s sing together:
Have thine own way, Lord.
Have thine own way.
Thou art the potter. I am the clay.
Mold me and make me after thy will
While I am waiting yielded and still.
"Thou art the potter, I am the clay." It’s a fascinating image from the prophet Jeremiah. On the one hand, it’s a lovely image of our being clay – yielding, pliable, willing to be shaped into whatever vessel the potter wishes to make.
On the other hand, the clay doesn’t seem to have much voice or choice in whether to become a cup, a bowl, a plate, or a vase. When I read this text or sing that hymn, I can still remember the 85-year old churchwoman who was a feminist before most of us knew the word existed. Katherine Freeman said to me, more than once, with spicy petulance, "I don’t want to be clay. I’m too independent. I don’t want to be pushed around and smushed into something I’d rather not be. I don’t want to be clay. And don’t ask me to sing that hymn stanza that says ‘Thou art the potter, I am the clay!’" She was, shall we say, forthright, outspoken, and clear in her convictions!
If God is the potter and we the clay, we might develop a resistant relationship with the potter. We like our autonomy. We like to decide our own fate. We resist being told by someone else what we are to become, especially when the potter is bigger and more powerful than we are. It feels like an unequal relationship. If God is the potter, God’s will seems dominant over my will. My 85-year old friend wanted to be sure that she didn’t knuckle under to some Super Potter God shaping and molding her. "I’ll shape and mold myself, thank you," she said.
Images are useful, but they have their limitations. The point of the clay and potter image is to help us see how we relate to God. The question is whether we will allow God to use us for some higher purpose than our own desires. Can we move beyond self-concern, and self-gratification? Can we give ourselves over to a purpose higher than our own selfish concerns?
It was Mother Teresa, the saint of Calcutta, who said, "I want to be a pencil in the hand of God." Here is another wonderful image of making oneself available to God, allowing God to write messages, using my handwriting, to send words of hope and love to those who need them. It is this desire that we speak of when we say, "Lord, make me an instrument of your peace."
This sentiment was also expressed in a chorus I heard young people sing recently: "Lord, I want to be used by thee. I’m available."
We may think all this sounds too lofty, too spiritual. But I want to suggest that there are many people who, informally or intentionally, allow God to use them. They seem always to be present in the pews of churches, especially this one. 
Some have heard me tell of the man from my hometown, a long-time member and leader of the church where I grew up in Aberdeen, NC. After my college graduation, I took a year off to work in a church to earn money for seminary. One weekend when I was home, Jack Taylor called me to his house. He told me in one sentence the purpose of our meeting. He said, "Let me be straightforward. I want to be your financial daddy." Your dad has his hands full with three more sons younger than you, so I want to take care of your seminary expenses." I was overwhelmed. He said, "You pick the divinity school you want, and don’t worry about the money." I stammered, but managed to ask him, "Do you mean I could go anywhere?" He said, "Yes. Get a good education, and go help other people." 
It was because of Jack Taylor’s generosity that I was able to go to Yale Divinity School. He had established a fund at our church, called the Samaritan Fund, and I was among the first children of the church to receive scholarships from that fund. He said, "Don’t worry about paying it back; but if you can, you will help someone else go to school." In my gratitude to him, I paid it back. It took me ten years, but I did it gratefully." I learned later that Jack Taylor had sent dozens of young people to college through that fund. At his funeral a few years ago, the minister said, "Jack was a person who allowed God to use him." 
People who allow God to use them can change our lives. I remember a movie from some years ago called "Chariots of Fire." It was about a young man studying for the ministry. But he was also a gifted runner. He competed in many races and won them. Though I saw the film long ago, I still remember his words: "When I run, I feel God’s pleasure." One of his gifts was running. He was strong and fast. When he ran, he felt close to God. Through the discipline and the gift of running, he was allowing God to use him.
We all want to feel that what we do makes a difference. We want to believe that our gifts can be used, even in some small way, to make a contribution to children or adults, for the well-being of people, for inspiration, for the betterment of the community. 
These days we regularly hear successful people saying, "I want to give something back." So they make some rather amazing contributions—some with major financial gifts and others with remarkable gifts of time and energy. We hear of people who’ve volunteered at church for 25 years with pre-schoolers, those who have offered their voices week after week to sing in the choir – adults, youth, or children allowing God to sing through their voices. We hear of Habitat workers who week after week use their skills, at whatever level, to make housing available to low wealth people. We hear of people in their workplace who do amazing work caring for people and urging their office or business or organization to support causes that matter.
It can happen in many fields, many endeavors. Last week I met a college professor who was nearing retirement. The person introducing us said, "How many foster children have you and your wife raised?" He smiled and said, "Forty-five." Forty-five foster children! 
Last week I read in William Raspberry’s newspaper column about a 45-year old police officer named W.W. Johnson, who was frustrated and discouraged by the violence he encountered, especially among young black men in his Northeast Washington, DC precinct. One day he was called to a local high school where a troubled young male student was wrecking the principal’s office. 
Officer Johnson arrived at the school. Being a large man, he grabbed the student and first threatened to throw him out the window. The boy, Elijah Harris, calmed down. He ended up in a city facility for youth offenders; but on week-ends the police officer invited him to spend time at their home. When he was released, he and his wife adopted Elijah as a foster son. He began to go to church, and turned his life around. Unfortunately, his earlier life on the streets came back to haunt him. Some guy who had an issue with Elijah from earlier times came back one day and shot Elijah dead. 
Officer Johnson dreaded telling Elijah’s mother. When he told her about Elijah’s death, the mother said, "Mr. Johnson, you made the last two years of my son’s life great. If it hadn’t been for you, he probably would have been dead a lot sooner." The mother then asked him to take her other son, and he did. 
But he did more. At the sentencing hearing for the 20-year old who killed Elijah, Officer Johnson made this proposal to the court: "Sentence him to 15 years and order him to earn his high school diploma and a college degree. If he accomplishes those things, then let him out to do a 1000 hours of community service with me." The young man, Shawn Ragland, was released in two years, into Officer Johnson’s custody, moving into his home. Here is the young man who had killed the officer’s foster son, now also becoming his son! Officer Johnson said, "It’s just possible that if Shawn gets a second chance in life, he'll reach back and help a brother." (from Wm. Raspberry, "On the mean streets, forgiveness lives," Raleigh News and Observer, September 1, 2001) Here is an amazing story, another example of someone who allowed God to use him!
All of us make decisions about how we use our gifts---our time, energy, and money. Some people make incredible sacrifices for others. Through the years I’ve discovered that most folks who make these sacrifices, do it not from some lofty spiritual reason, but because, as they say, "It needed to be done, and I could do it." When the floods hit eastern North Carolina, how many people have gone to Tarboro and other places to clean out flooded houses, "because it needed to be done, and I could do it." To say it another way, they allowed God to use them.
I wonder when you and I look at our lives and the choices we have made, we may wonder if we have made a difference. You might not say it in religious-sounding language, but you might conclude that your faith has been guiding you all along. You might even be bold enough to say, "I have wanted to be a pencil in God’s hand. I have tried to be a teacher in God’s hands. I have wanted God to sing through me. I have wanted to be clay in God’s hands."
When we submit ourselves to God, we may discover that we really do want the Potter to mold us and shape us. We really do want to allow God to use us to bring goodness and newness and hope.
On this Christian education Sunday, we might remind each other that we are all involved in lifelong learning. We’re all involved in teaching and learning the ways of God and the stories of Jesus. We’re all involved in growing in faith. For what purpose? So we can learn to allow God to use us.
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